General Education

Providing a broad general education has always been a crucial underlying part of the college’s emphasis on interdisciplinary work, its commitment to inquiry, and its emphasis on public life.  Thus college has taken the issue of general education very seriously in the years since the last full scale report and in particular since the last interim report in 2003.  The reviewers concern that the Liberal Arts aspirations of the college might be being undermined by the lack of evidence that student had acquired the “competencies appropriate to general education, especially, but not exclusively in mathematics ” has prompted a wide range of variety of responses ranging from better data gathering, to faculty development, advising, and more attention to mathematics in our teaching..  (NWCCU, The Evergreen State College: Full Scale Evaluation, October 1998).

The issue of General Education typically understood as distribution requirements is a particularly vexing one at Evergreen where a central tenant of the college is student autonomy.  The College’s complex response to the issues raised by the question of General Education and the history and rationale for the critical central role of student autonomy in choosing and developing their educational program was developed in detail in John McCann’s report on General Education at Evergreen: The Historical Context, Current Experiments and Recommendations for Implementation.  (Provost Office January 2002) The report details the Faculty’s rejection of requirements as a vehicle for meeting general education goals, the establishment of the “Six Expectations of an Evergreen Graduate” as a broad statement of the basic outcomes the college aspires to for students, and the strategy of responding to the need to develop and to build Quantitative Reasoning into a wide range of program experiences through the support of paid summer curriculum development work.  In addition in line with the recommendation of the  “Regular Interim Report”  (E. Ettlich, The Evergreen State College October 30-31, 2003) considerable effort and energy has been put into developing modes of assessment both of student work and of the delivery of mathematic and all other disciplines at the college.
After the General Education completed its work, a two-year Assessment Study Group consisting of faculty, staff, and student representatives collaboratively developed a plan to assess the implementation of the new initiatives.  The first End-of-Program Review instrument (EPR) was launched in 2001-02 which collects information directly from program faculty about the presence and nature of general education divisions (Art, Science/Math, Humanities, and Social Science) and a set of student outcome goals in their interdisciplinary programs.  The EPR has been administered annually and has proved to be a rich source of evidence of where opportunities for general education divisional content exist across various types of programs.  In response to the 1998 accreditation review, the NWCCU’s Final Report stated, “In the current catalogue, eight of the ten Core programs being offered have no mathematical component, and in non-Core programs only about 20 percent of the programs require Mathematics or offer Math credit.”  The EPR now provides a more complete picture of what divisional areas are offered in programs because it asks faculty to speak specifically to these areas, unlike catalog descriptions and suggested credit equivalencies with serve other purposes for different audiences.  In 1998, based on catalog copy, the Commission identified 20% of Evergreen programs that included quantitative reasoning or math; EPR results for 2006-07 reveal that 58% of programs include work in this area.

In the conclusion of the 2003 report the reviewer commended the administration and faculty of the college for “the highly intelligent approach they have take to this difficult challenge and for crafting a response that is in consonance with the nature of the institution.”   He notes “… the tension between being able to assure uniformly the achievement by all students of general education goals particularly in writing, critical thinking and quantitative reasoning even as all students are being required to take responsibility for their own education is a healthy tension which should be a continuing hallmark of the institution and its evaluations. It is at the heart of defining the institution and contributes to its health and strength.”  This report is an update on this continuing tension.  The report is in three sections:  the provision of General Education in the curriculum, the development of stronger support for mathematics at the college through program development, hiring, support services and advising, and the student’s experience of general education.

The provision of general education in the college’s curriculum varies significantly by subject area with some areas, notably writing and critical thinking, reported nearly universally by faculty as present in the curriculum. ( 2001-02 through 2005-06 EPR Writing and Critical thinking)  Other areas such as humanities and social sciences are reported as major or minor emphases in 75 to 80 percent of all programs reporting.  (IBID. Social Science and Humanities Charts).  Clearly not all of these reports of an emphasis or a skill are equivalent and the analyses of these reports by a faculty study team and the Office of Institutional Research points to the extraordinary array of ways in which these skills and capacities have been integrated into programs of all stripes (http://www.evergreen.edu/institutionalresearch/pdf/assessment/epr/EPRsummary2006quantitative.pdf ).  Further exactly what is meant by critical thinking or even writing is not consistent from one faculty team to the next, yet it seems clear that for a student to escape exposure to important content in these areas of the curriculum over a two to four year period would require very deliberate avoidance on the student’s part. 
Other areas of the curriculum, notably mathematics, are less consistently present in the curriculum.   Yet campus wide between 55 and 70% of all programs reported some emphasis on Math/Science and 59-74% of all programs reported some emphasis on quantitative reasoning (QR). Of those programs that did report some QR about half reported a major emphasis on these skills. Similarly approximately 65% of programs that identified math/science as a program element reported a major emphasis. (2001-02 through 2005-06 EPR Trends).  

In somewhat differently collected data from the faculty-revised EPR assessment instrument for the 2006-07 school year, 57% of all programs reported some math and 53% of all programs reported some science. (End-of-program Review 2006-07, Math and Science charts, http://www.evergreen.edu/institutionalresearch/eprassessment.htm) Even when programs report only a minor emphasis on Math, QR, or Science this exposure can still serve to help students understand the relevance of quantitative modes of inquiry in various disciplines; even a minor emphasis provides the student with one more perspective to the problem they are studying.  Programs with any emphasis level are likely exposing some students to QR who are interested in the program themes, but who might not have specifically sought out quantitative skills on their own.  (http://www.evergreen.edu/institutionalresearch/nss2005results.htm)

Mathematics and sciences are most consistently and regularly taught in the Scientific Inquiry and Environmental Studies planning units and least regularly taught in Expressive Arts and Culture Text and Language planning units.  Conversely, art is most frequently taught in the Expressive Arts and Culture Text and Language Planning Units and least frequently taught in Scientific Inquiry, Environmental Studies, and Society, Politics, Behavior and Change Planning units. (End-of-program Review Results Academic Year 2001-02 through AY 2005-06, Art and Science/Math charts, http://www.evergreen.edu/institutionalresearch/eprassessment.htm)  Finally, it is important to note that as we might expect in the two major areas of interdivisional teaching, first-year Core and Inter-Area programs show an intermediate level emphasis on both Arts and Math/Science.
What this means is that most faculty members see themselves as capable of thinking critically and writing well within the disciplines they teach. Further they feel that they know and can teach some of the social/political/ethical dimensions of the subjects they are teaching, and finally that they frequently find using historical/philosophical or fiction texts is a good way to bring these kinds of issues into a program.  Thus a vast majority of programs see themselves as teaching important elements of general education whether or not they have professionally certified faculty to teach such skills.  With both art and science on the other hand there is a perceived sequential learning structure and a strong sense that professional credentials as scientist or artist are prerequisite for designing work and awarding credit for scientific or artistic work. (Evidence here is mostly anecdotal but the fight over who could award upper division science credit is a case in point as is the continuing resentment/dismay of arts faculty with contracts in arts by non-arts faculty).  Thus, arts and math/science are intensively found in their home planning units and frequently found in Core and Inter-Area programs where artists or scientists teach as a part of a team, but are not significant components of programs taught by faculty members whose programs do not include trained scientists or artists.  

Given that we will very seldom be capable of turning a French scholar into a mathematician, the college has opted instead to hire faculty across a wide variety of fields who have significant quantitative skills and have them participate in Core and Inter-Area programs as the primary way of making mathematics and science broadly available.  Since 1998 when this issue was first raised the college has hired 84 regular full and half time faculty.  Of these 38 have been faculty who have the capacity to and interest in using quantitative reasoning in their teaching. These faculty include 6 directly teaching mathematics, 21  hires using mathematics in support of work in environmental studies and scientific inquiry, and 13 hires supporting the use of mathematics in social sciences, education.  Over this same period 17 faculty members who had and typically used these skill in their teaching have resigned or retired.  The significance of this set of choices in hiring has been a broader capacity to include quantitative work in environmental studies and social sciences and to more consistently bring faculty with mathematical skills into inter-area and core programs. Unfortunately, it does not make these disciplines inescapable: the tension remains.  [ Note this data derived from complete list of faculty “Faculty Retention”  1970-2006 Rita/Jan perhaps from Tom  numbers exclude those hired and resigned within the 1998-2007 period]

This conclusion has lead to a second major strategy for supporting general education in mathematics.  That is to diversify the places where mathematics shows up as a crucial element in the curriculum and to strengthen the teaching of mathematics within programs by explicit attention to planning and pedagogy and by supporting such teaching by the Quantitative and Symbolic Reasoning (QuaSR) Center. Over the past 5 years the college has worked hard to provide paid summer time for two major forms of activity that affect the provision of effective general education. First, there has been continuing growth in the number of participants in summer planning institutes that provide time and support for program planning. By expanding planning time and directing faculty to consider issues such as advising, mathematics, writing and the like in their program planning efforts, by providing learning and pedagogical support for Core programs, and by actively encouraging new faculty members to participate fully in program planning work faculty are encouraged and supported in building quantitative reasoning and advising alongside reading and writing competencies into their programs.  Particularly significant has been the inclusion of staff from Student Affairs, particularly advising staff, who have helped develop more awareness of advising to help students meet the Six Expectations.   

In addition each summer, one to three institutes focusing on specific issues mathematic pedagogy, the organization of SI curriculum, the interdisciplinary teaching of mathematics and quantitative reasoning have expanded the capacity of faculty to develop coherent long range support for the teaching of mathematics at the college. Institutes in particular areas such as sustainability, biology and mathematics, social justice and mathematics, computer modeling and social sciences, and others have helped connect quantitative reasoning into a wider range of program offerings. It has also helped make clear the need and importance of the mathematics pathway offered through SI for students who intend to take all of this work and those who use it to support other academic work.   Vauhn Foster-Grahler, who assumed responsibility for the Quantitative and Symbolic Reasoning Center in 2003, has been instrumental in convening summer work for faculty who teach mathematics in all areas of the college both within full-time programs and in Evening and Weekend Studies.  These institutes and work within the Scientific Inquiry area in developing a more regular and systematic mathematics track, when combined with the work of the QuaSR Center and expanded course offerings through Evening  Weekend  Studies has significantly strengthened the teaching of mathematics and its availability to students who need it over the past five years.  The growth in the importance of these services is seen by the growth in number of drop-in visits from just under 1000 visits in 2003-04 to nearly 3,000 in the 2006-07 school year.

 The number of programs who had assigned tutors has grown. The number of credits awarded in courses taught by and through the QuaSR center has grown from 8.5 FTE students in 2003-04 to 9.0 FTE students in 2006-07  The FTE generated in the Center’s pre-calculus courses have grown from 2.5 FTE in 03/04 to 5.8 in 06/07.  The growth in pre-calculus has offset the loss of FTE from the wise decision to discontinue self-paced math after 03/04.) The student success rate of these courses has improved dramatically. When the program was based on self-paced learning, only 42% of students earned any credit, now a course-based format has over 90% of students routinely receiving credit. (QuaSR Center Statistics) 

Innovations using Uri Triesmans’ Emerging Scholars approach, assigning specific tutors to programs to supplement and help with the teaching of mathematics in programs and the provision of support for students outside of class, increasing the number of subjects supported by tutoring, and consultation by the director with programs as they strive to provide support for mathematics in programs have all helped support better and more widely available mathematics teaching at the college.  

In academic year 2000-01 the General Education DTF completed its work and the faculty adopted a set of resolutions, including the Six Expectations of an Evergreen Graduate.  In that baseline year, 215 seats were enrolled in Math and Science courses which are primarily offered through Evening Weekend Studies.  Two-credit and four-credit courses provide students another opportunity to achieve breadth and depth of study outside of programs.  General Education implementation began in 2001-02 as well as another important policy change which allowed students to enroll for up to 20 credits per quarter.  Up until fall 2001, the credit limit was only 16 credits.  This policy permitted motivated students to enroll in courses while simultaneously enrolled a full-time 16-credit program.  By 2002-03, two years into general education implementation and once student enrollment in over 16 credits had stabilized somewhat, there were 283 enrolled seats in Math and Science courses.  That number has continued to climb as new Math and Science courses have been added.  In 2006-07, there were 338 enrolled seats in Math and Science courses.  In annual average FTE terms, this is a climb from 58 FTE in 2000-01 to 85 FTE by 2006-07 (Institutional Research and Assessment, Distribution of Courses by General Education Divisions).

Finally, while Evergreen continues to work to make mathematics widely available, the college must do so in light of the fact that the lack of requirements specifically attracts students who actively seek to avoid mathematics instruction.  Significant differences in SAT scores for entering students between their math and verbal scores, interview data with incoming students, and the results of Math readiness scores for incoming freshmen make clear that some students come here to avoid mathematics.  Evidence from incoming freshmen SAT scores illustrate the relative dominance of verbal performance compared to math performance of students who select Evergreen. The 25th and 75th percentiles for verbal SAT scores of the entering freshmen class of 2006 was 520/650 compared to 470/590 in math http://www.evergreen.edu/institutionalresearch/pdf/enrollment/enrollmenttrends/Firsttimefirstyeartrends.pdf . This gap between verbal and math SAT scores appears to distinguish Evergreen students from those at other public baccalaureate institutions in Washington http://www.evergreen.edu/institutionalresearch/pdf/enrollment/admissions/SATcomparisons_nov06.pdf .  While over 80% of entering Evergreen first-year students had completed at least two years of high school algebra and geometry and over half had gone at least a year beyond this, they still rated “understanding and applying quantitative principles and methods” as their weakest ability among 22 skill areas. 41% of new first-years and new transfer students and 48% of new students to the Tacoma program reported they had “no skill” or “low skill” in understanding and applying quantitative principles and methods %(Institutional Research, 2005 New Student Survey, Questions 19 and 20, http://www.evergreen.edu/institutionalresearch/nss2005results.htm ) This reality means that the near term goal of our general education efforts in mathematics needs to focus on making mathematics available for those who need it and want it including those students who come to recognize though their work at Evergreen the serious deficiencies in their math backgrounds. The work of the center is a major step in the right direction, but more work will need to be done.

Student experience overall with respect to the Six Expectations of an Evergreen Graduate and in particular with respect to experience with quantitative reasoning and mathematics shows some improvement since the five-year review period.  The Evergreen Student Experience Survey reveals that 75% of undergraduates on the Olympia campus, 84% at Tribal: Reservation-based/Community-determined programs, and 94% at the Tacoma program and satisfied with Evergreen’s support for their development in quantitative reasoning (Question 13, http://www.evergreen.edu/institutionalresearch/studentexperiencesurvey2006responses.htm ).  Such basic indicators as the Summary data from Credit Equivalencies from the 2002/2005 Transcript Review Data show progress in broad terms.  Assessment of a random sample of undergraduate transcripts found that evidence of breadth of learning increased 5% and evidence of ability to appropriately apply quantitative modes of inquiry improved 7% for the class of 2004 compared to the class of 2001 (Institutional Research, Indicators of Learning for General Education 2001-07).  Significantly the proportion of transcripts with no credit in mathematic/Quantitative Reasoning in their transcripts fell from 35% to 18%.   Similarly, there is more positive growth in the mean scores of students responding to the NSSE question identifying “Educational and Personal Growth in Analyzing Quantitative Problems” from 2.19 in 2000-01 to 2.57 in 2006-07 for first-years and 2.68 to 2.88 for Seniors over the same period. Another way of looking at this data suggests that when compared with the COPLAC peer base Evergreen first years lagged significantly (p <.01)  behind their counter-parts at other institutions, but in the last two years Evergreen students were not significantly different from their peers.  Finally, when we look at surveys of Evergreen Graduates and their employers in both 1999 and 2003 we see some interesting data. Alumni in both 1999 and 2003 when asked about their competence with math skills/numeracy rated themselves with a mean score of 2.71 on a 4 point scale with 4 as excellent.  This is the only reported mean to fall below 3. Employers responding to the same question rate these same graduates with a mean score of 3.25 in 1999 and 3.38 in 2003, both scores well within the general range reported by employers.  This suggests that at least some students have talked themselves into an assumed deficiency.  This data suggests that we have made some important progress with student outcomes in mathematics.  

More generally as we will argue in Section 2 of the report the college has been doing a good job of meeting the goals it has established for students. The following chart (Institutional Research, Indicators of Learning for General Education 2001-07) demonstrates that Evergreen is doing a strong job of helping its students find ways to meet the general goals of an Evergreen education while maintaining the central value of student autonomy and choice.
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